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The following provides a summary of findings from qualitative research conducted on March 
18-19, 1998 in Baltimore, MD. 


Research Objectives 

• To obtain response to proposed Virginia Slims advertising executions 

• To understand overall imagery communicated by each execution, including 
relevance of the image and its perceived fit with Virginia Slims 


Methodology 

Twelve triads (3-4 respondents each) were conducted among women smokers, age 25-44, 
as follows: 

• Six triads among Virginia Slims smokers 

- 3 triads (2 Caucasian; 1 African American), ages 25-34 

- 3 triads (2 Caucasian; 1 African American), ages 35-44 

• Six triads among competitive brand 100's smokers 

- 3 triads (2 Caucasian; 1 African American), ages 25-29 

- 3 triads (2 Caucasian; 1 African American), ages 30-39 
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Research Summary 

General Observations 

Virginia Slims and competitive brand smokers expressed similar reactions and feelings as 
they responded to the series of new Virginia Slims advertising executions. 

• Among executions favorably received, the overall tonality is consistent with 
the brand's current advertising, and communicates appealing images of the 
Virginia Slims woman as up-to-date, independent, confident, competent, 
active and sporty. 

• The Virginia Slims woman as depicted in these executions was felt to be 
appealing and approachable - smokers describing her as casual yet classy, 
outgoing and fun to be with. 


Women appreciated executions which evoke the following: 

• Ads which acknowledge the positive traits of women - notably intelligence, 
confidence, competence 

• Multi-dimensional women who are smart and "savvy" - yet can still be soft 
and feminine 

. Women with the confidence and intelligence to make sound decisions 
pertaining to business and finance, as well as their personal life 

• Women who demonstrate that they have control of their lives and the choices 
they make 

. Female camaraderie; women supporting each other 

« Ads with an upbeat tonality (fun; lighthearted) 

Many of the executions which were well received represented realistic images of women 
who are confident and "in control" - prompting smokers to say, "That's me." However, 
few executions reflected aspirational images of women. 

Executions which focus on "shopping" scenarios received mixed responses across our 
sample; 

• For many in our sample, shopping is "fun" - an enjoyable and personally 
relevant activity. For these women, ads which depict women as "smart 
shoppers" who know how to find a bargain were especially weLl received. 

• However, others criticized the shopping executions as negatively reinforcing 
male perceptions of women as "shop-a-holics" who will "buy anything.” 
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Executions which received polarized or negative reactions were interpreted by some in our 
sample as potentially bringing to mind negative images of women: 

• Shallow or overly materialistic women 

• Selfish women who are "out for what they can get" 

. Overly sentimental women 

• Overly controlling women 

• Overt sexual innuendo (noted by some) 

. Habits and behaviors which, even if true, women said they don't want pointed 
out (noted by some) 

Shorter vs. Longer Copy Lines 

Because the visuals strongly influence response to the imagery communicated, it appears 
that this campaign can encompass both short and long copy lines without risking disparate 
imagery or divergent smoker interpretations. 

Overall, smokers told us that their ability to quickLy and clearly understand the scenario 
depicted in the visual dictates whether a shorter or a longer copy line is preferred. 

For example, 

• The longer copy line was generally selected for the "Group Therapy" ad, 
because it explains the setting as "friendly and casual" rather than "clinical" 

(an organized support group). 

• In contrast, either line was seen as acceptable for the "Redecorating" 
execution, because the visual immediately communicates the scenario. 

A shorter copy line might be preferred for one particular execution, if the viewer feels that 
the visual effectively communicates the setting; and that same woman might then select the 
longer version for another ad which she feels requires additional "explanation." 

When this issue was explored in detail, some in our sample cited the following general 
differences in tonality, short vs. long: 

• The shorter copy lines were appreciated as succinct, concise, to-the-point - 
and for some, more likely to quickly capture attention. Several smokers said 
they'd be less likely to take time to read a longer line, and might opt instead 
"flip right past it." 

• Others noted that the longer copy lines contribute added story-value as well 
as a sense of personalization. 
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» It was suggested that some of the Longer copy Lines appear to be directed 
toward men - and women pointed out that "explaining" female behavior to 
the male population is unnecessary, and detracts from the image of 
"confident women" that is associated with Virginia Slims. 
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Per Execution Response 

The following executions were very well received, viewed as depicting the Virginia Slims 
woman in situations female smokers find personally relevant . 

• "There are lots of reasons for candlelit dinners . Someone else to clean up is just one of 
them ." 

ALL the women in our sampLe couLd personally relate to the pleasures associated 
with dining out. Visiting a restaurant is considered an enjoyable break from one's 
day-to-day routine, and not having to clean up afterwards was frequently 
mentioned as appealing. The woman in the ad was viewed as friendly and 
approachable - "a woman like me" - and women commented that this execution 
would universally appeal to all female smokers, regardless of age, lifestage, or 
lifestyle. The lighthearted tone as weLl as the implications of romance were 
noted and appreciated. 

* "We could do one thing at a time, but that would be way too easy." 

When viewing this ad, women often smiled and spontaneously noted, "That's 
me!" Today's woman, smokers told us, is hard-working, fast-paced and always 
juggling several tasks at a time. And, whether those tasks are business or 
household-related did not appear to impact on women's acceptance of this 
execution - those who do not work outside the home could “relate” as easily as 
those with outside jobs. 

That the woman pictured is smiling reinforces the confidence she has in her 
ability to effectively and efficiently handle multiple responsibilities. The smokers 
in our sample agreed that tackling many things at one time is definitely "a 
woman thing" - a few adding that men, on the other hand, are capable of doing 
"only one thing at a time." 

Issues : 

- Some commented that smoking .at the workplace is an unrealistic scenario. 

- A few said they "don't want to be reminded" of the stress in their lives and, 
for them, the potentially "stressful" scenario depicted inhibits the appeal of 
this execution. 

/* "Never come between a woman and her journal. Unless you want to be tomorrow's 

^ topic." 

While some could personally reLate to keeping a journal (as well as discovering 
that it has been covertly read by someone else), women generally interpreted 
this ad as conveying that a woman's private time - however she decides to spend 
it - is important to her and is not to be intruded upon. The woman in the visual 
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was seen as intelligent, creative, and in tune with herself and her feelings. That 
she is whacking her man with a pillow evokes the perception that she is making 
her need for privacy known, yet in a playful manner. 

As is keeping a journal, the need for privacy and "private space" is considered "a 
woman thing." "Even though you have a man in your life, nothing is more 
important than the relationship you have with yourself." 

Issues : 

- For a few, the reference to keeping a journal brought to mind women in their 
early 20's. 

- A few very literal-minded women found this ad irrelevant because they don't 
keep a journal. 

L* "(This is what we call) redecorating." 

This ad prompted smiles and comments of "Been there, done that"; some said 
that although they’ve never actually done that, "I wish I had!" That the woman 
in the picture is smiling prompts perceptions that she is sure of herself and her 
decision to leave her man. "She's moving on. She's independent, she's 
confident, and she doesn't need a man in her life." 

Both the short and Iona versions of the copy line were acceptable to women, and 
impart the same imagery. "The picture expLains it all." 

- Some preferred the short version as more attention-grabbing; a few noted 
that the longer version seems like she's unnecessarily explaining her actions. 

- Some preferred the longer version as more "personal," and adding more 
story-value. 

The following execution was praised as highly aspirational and appealing - reinforcing the 
independence and confidence of the 90's woman, and her ability to take charge of her life 
without compromising her femininity . 

/ 

v* "Smart investments: IRA, CD, LBD (little black dress)." 

The woman in the picture was complimented as multi-dimensional: smart as well 
as feminine and sexy. An organized and confident woman who has her future 
under control, smokers appreciated that she does not rely on a man to take 
charge of her financial endeavors. And, women agreed, "It's true - every woman 
does need a little black dress." "She's sure of herself, yet she can still be soft 
and feminine." Most anticipated her to be a business woman in her 30's or 40's, 
reasoning that a woman in her 20's wouLd be less Likely to make financial 
investments. ; 
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Issues : 

- Some did not understand that "LBD" refers to "little black dress" (a few 
interpreting this as yet another type of financial investment - along with IRAs 
and CDs). 

The following executions received mixed responses - some women finding them appealing 
and aspirational: others rejecting them as overly stereotypical, not personally relevant, or 
imparting negative connotations . 

• "Power shopping ." 

While some in our sample - who understood the meaning behind this execution - 
applauded the woman's intelligence and self-assurance, others misinterpreted the 
ad, disagreed with the scenario, or described it as a negative female stereotype. 

Those who responded positively found this execution highly aspirational. That 
the woman is making a major purchase decision on her own - without a man 
"holding her hand" or doing the "wheeling and dealing" for her - effectively 
illustrates her ability to take charge of her own Life. "She's smart enough to 
handle any sales pitch the car dealer throws her way." "She's in power. She 
knows what she wants, and she's smart enough to get it." 

Issues : 

- Many could not relate to purchasing an automobile without a man's input and 
guidance. For these women, this ad does not reflect "a woman thing." 

- Some misinterpreted the copy line, believing that "power shopping" alludes to 
people who love to shop, including bargain shoppers. Some, who pride 
themselves on being good bargain shoppers, felt a sense of kinship with the 
woman in the ad. For these smokers, this execution addresses the pleasures 
associated with shopping and finding a "good deal"; that the woman depicted 
in the ad happens to be purchasing a car was less relevant. "I'm a bargain 
shopper, and bargain shoppers are intelligent shoppers." 

- Some objected to the copy line, feeling it negatively stereotypes women as 
"shoppers." 

- A few did not understand the reference to "power shopping." 

- A few could not relate to : "power shopping,” noting they don't like to shop. 

• "Our adventurous side kicks in somewhere between 50% and 70% off ." 

Most in our sample interpreted this ad as addressing the enjoyment associated 
with "finding a bargain," which they consider a highly rev/arding experience. 
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However, that the woman in the ad is considering an article of clothing that, 
perhaps, reflects something she wouldn't typically purchase was seldom tied in 
with "adventurous." 

Among those positive to this execution, 50-70% off is considered big news - "a 
major sale" - and therefore generates excitement. "I can totally relate to this." 
A sale, these smokers agreed, is "a woman thing" and the woman in the ad was 
described as a smart shopper who knows how to get quality items for less. 

Issues : 

- Some rejected this ad as reinforcing negative female stereotypes. "It says 
that women will buy anything if it's on sale. And that's not true." 

- Some said they don't like to shop. "My adventurous side has nothing to do 
with shopping." 

- Some perceived a lack of synergy between Virginia Slims and bargain 
shoppers, commenting that a bargain shopper would likely buy a generic 
brand of cigarettes. 


Of the two visuals exposed, most preferred the one which includes the woman - 
feeling that her obvious enjoyment adds a sense of personalization and story-value. 

- A few objected to the dress on the mannequin as "something I'd never wear" 
(especially pertaining to the mannequin-only visual, because attention is 
focused solely on the dress). In contrast, a few mentioned that purchasing 
something they wouldn't normally buy enhances the fun of a sale. 

[/* "Three words of advice when giving us a gift: save the receipt." 

Many in our sample laughed when reading this ad, acknowledging that they "can 
relate" to receiving less-than-desirable gifts from the man in their life. "It's true! 
Men don't know how to pick out women's clothing." Those who responded 
positively felt the ad depicts a practical, 90's woman who is confident enough to 
ask for a receipt rather than tuck the gift away in a closet, never to be worn. 

"She's a woman who knows what she wants. She's particular, and if it's not her 
style she's not afraid to say it." 

Issues : 

- Some felt that asking a gift-giver for the receipt is "mean," "hurtful,” and 
displays a lack of sensitivity to the feelings of others. 

- Some viewed the woman as ungrateful, unappreciative, "spoiled" - a shallow 
woman who cares only about herself. 

- A few criticized the ad as unnecessarily pointing out male "inadequacies." 
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• "Don't kid yourself...we can read between the lines too." 

For many smokers in our sample, the woman in this execution is expressing a 
sentiment that is all-too-familiar - and married as well as single smokers readily 
recalled thinking similar thoughts at one time or another. Many see her as a 
street-smart woman of the 90's who "knows exactly where this smooth-talker is 
coming from." Those who responded favorably agreed that this is an intelligent 
woman who is not to be underestimated - she is not a pushover or an easy 
target. "He's hitting on her but she's onto him. He's not going to get anything 
over on her." "She's got the upper hand, even though he thinks he does. And 
by letting him think he's in control, she's in control." 

Issues : 

- Some found this execution negative in tone or "male-bashing" - depicting a 
woman who is bored with or distrustful of men. 

- Some criticized it as overLy defensive. "She has her claws out." 

- A few commented that it is "too serious," too much "realism" - and expressed 
a preference for more lighthearted executions. 

- A few did not understand the message. 


• "We can always find another decent boyfriend. A decent mechanic is another story." 

Those who responded positively agreed that a trustworthy mechanic is a rare 
commodity. For them, that the woman in the ad feels she can "always find 
another decent boyfriend" illustrates that she is strong enough to leave her man 
if she feels he doesn't treat her well. "She's confident enough to know that she 
will be able to find a decent boyfriend." 

Issues : 

- Some interpreted this ad as suggesting that "boyfriends are expendable - and 
that's not a nice reflection on women." 

- A few did not understand the message. 

Of the two visuals exposed. 

Those who preferred the visual which includes the woman and the car suggested 
the following: 

- The woman is taking an assertive role, watching the mechanic and giving her 
input. 

- The mechanic under the car is "incidental" - and that the focus is on the 
woman was noted and appreciated. 
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The mechanic-only visual elicited the following comments: 

- Some found it cute, amusing - "she's showing her appreciation" for a job well 
done. 

- Others felt the visual should focus on the woman rather than the mechanic. 

- Some found it potentially confusing - wondering if the woman is romantically 
involved with the mechanic. 

- For a few, the "kiss" suggests that the woman feels indebted to the 
mechanic...and they argued that she shouldn’t feel that way. 


• "This is the only time we want to be asked , "Was it good for you?" 

Those who responded favorably to this ad often laughed out loud, personally 
relating to the copy line and its sexual connotations. The massage was 
appreciated as relaxing and, for some, aspirational - "a fantasy." The woman 
was seen as someone who is "good to herself," and takes time out for her own 
pleasure. The copy line prompts assumptions that she is confident, and not 
afraid to say what's on her mind. 

For those positive to this execution, both the visual and the copy line were seen 
as fitting Virginia Slims imagery: a woman who "takes care of herself," and who 
is straightforward and direct in expressing her feelings. 

Issues : 

- Some found the overt sexual connotations "offensive," unappealing, and not 
in keeping with the Virginia Slims image. 

- Some described the woman in the ad as someone who is "fed up, "disgusted" 
with men. "She sounds like someone who has done the personal ads for 
years and years and years." 

The following ads appear to do little to enhance Virginia Slims imagery and/or perceptions 
of the "Virginia Slims woman.” 

• "Sure, go ahead and scoff. But without us, the entire greeting card industry goes 
under ." 

While many smokers agreed that mailing cards is "a woman thing," the image 
imparted by this execution was often criticized as overly sentimentaL - even 
among some who admit that they, themselves frequently send out greeting cards. 

Women acknowledged that this ad reinforces that women are thoughtful, caring, 
and sensitive; however, many in our sample expressed a preference for 
executions which focus on qualities such as inner strength, confidence and self- 
assurance. 
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This ad was criticized as potentially denigrating to women, a put-down rather 

than a celebration of their strengths and abilities. 

- "Sure, go ahead and scoff" caused some to describe the tone as unnecessarily 
negative. "Hey, women aren't the only ones who send cards!" 

- Some criticized this execution as "defensive, 11 commenting that women should 
not feel the need to justify their actions to men. 

- Some felt the ad brings to mind overly sentimental females, rather than 
strong and confident women. "We want equality. But this is June Cleaver." 

- Some women argued that hectic lifestyles do not allow time for sending out 
many greeting cards. As such, this ad was seen as geared to women who 
"have a lot of time on their hands." 


Additional observations: 

- Some did not understand the meaning of "scoff." 

- Some said it takes too long to understand the intended message, or were 
unable to understand it at all. 


♦ "Careful application of lipstick ." 

While this execution was often complimented as "cute," "romantic," "sexy" and 
"spontaneous," many women failed to find a relevant message. "It's cute...but 
I’m not sure what they're trying to say.” 

A few interpreted the woman in the ad as "dissing" her boyfriend. "It’s a kiss-off 

- like she’s saying to him, 'See ya, I'm outta here!'" 

Additional observations: 

- Some women could not relate to writing on the mirror with lipstick, "because 
I'd have to clean it up, later." 

- Some felt that "See ya later" is too casual a message to be written in lipstick. 


• "(What you call coffee we call) group therapy." 

While women identified with and responded very positively to the imparted 
image of female bonding and camaraderie, the word "therapy" prompted some 
smokers to think of "needy women" rather than women who are strong, 
confident and in control of their lives. 
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Of the two executions exposed, both raised issues. 

- The shorter version caused some to interpret the ad as depicting a clinical 
setting - a support group consisting of "sad, depressed women who can’t deal 
with their problems." And this, women remarked, is definitely not "a woman 
thing." 

- The longer alternative sufficiently explains the setting as a casual "coffee 
klatch" rather than a "clinical" support group and, for some, adds story-value 
and interest. However, some said that it feels like women are "explaining" 
or "justifying" their get-togethers to men - "and they shouldn't have to do 
that.” Further, some smokers, who took the line literally, commented that 
they couldn't relate "because I'm not a coffee drinker." 

♦ "We prefer to think of her as our hair therapist " 

Here again, the word "therapist" potentially contradicts the "strong," "confident," 
"independent" impressions these women have of the brand. 

While some said that they do share details of their personal life with their 
hairdresser, others interpreted the woman in this ad as "needy," unsure of 
herself and her decisions - and commented that this type of female is not in 
keeping with themselves or the Virginia Slims image. "I talk to my friends about 
my problems, but I wouldn't unburden my soul to the shampoo girl." "Virginia 
Slims does not need a therapist." 

Still others viewed her as a "gossip," another negative female stereotype. 
Additional observations: 

- The pleasure associated with getting one's hair washed appealed to many, 
especially the African American women in our sample. Further, beauty and 
pampering - the image of a woman who "takes care of herself" - was seen as 
suiting the Virginia Slims woman. 

- A few interpreted the term "hair therapist" as a politically correct way to 
refer to a shampoo girl, lending respect to her chosen occupation. 

- Some women remarked that because a different girl shampoos their hair each 
time they visit the salon, they would be unlikely to chat about personal 
issues. 
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• "Presetting radio stations is like dividing up dresser space: you get one and we get 
the rest." 

While some smokers appreciated the woman in the ad as assertive, taking control 
and speaking her mind, others viewed her attitude as "over-the-top" - a spoiled 
and selfish female who is unwilling to compromise. It was suggested that this 
execution negatively portrays women as "controlling" individuals. 

Furthermore, women generally agreed that for a magazine ad, the copy's 
reference to dresser space is too much to read and quickly comprehend, noting 
that "it requires too much thinking." 

Additional observations: 

- Some were unsure as to the message. "What does it mean? That women get 
more?" 

- Others understood the message, but said they don't want this fact pointed 
out. "I already know this...but it's not something I want to see in an ad." 

Both of the visuals exposed raised issues pertaining to negative imagery and/or 
potential miscommunication. 

- For some, the visual of the woman "dancing" was viewed as appealing and 
lively; others interpreted the woman to be "throwing her hands up in the air 
Like she’s saying, 'Yippee! I win!"' - which then brought to mind negative 
images of a self-centered and self-indulgent femaLe. 

- The visual of the hands was generally rejected. That the woman is slapping 
the man's hand caused some to criticize her as disagreeable, nasty. Others 
noted a lack of personalization and story-value. 


• " Remember , a full closet is a happy closet " 

Some women expressed a sense of vicarious enjoyment, remarking, "Boy, she did 
good! I'd love to be her!" 

However -- because nothing in this ad infers that the woman is a "smart shopper," 
smokers often criticized this execution as depicting a "material girl" who believes 
that her happiness is contingent on the number of outfits she has hanging in her 
closet. "This stresses materialism. And clothes do not make the person." 

Additionally, women objected to this ad as negatively stereotyping women as 
"shop-a-holics" who always have their credit card in hand. 
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Both of the visuals exposed raised potentially negative issues. 

The "boxes" visual was generally preferred among those who enjoyed these 
executions, these women finding humor in the shopper's clumsiness and enjoying 
that she had a good day (“she made a kilLing”) at the mall. 

However, rejecters expressed the following observations: 

- She's a spoiled, rich woman that I can't relate to - maybe "someone who 

wears lots of gold jewelry and shops at Saks"; or perhaps "someone who shops 
on Rodeo Drive and has a limo pick her up." 


- She's out-of-control - rather than a smart shopper, she's an impulse shopper 
who spends beyond her means. And, women noted that this imagery is 
neither aspirationaL nor appropriate for Virginia Slims. "I don't shop like that. 
I'm very organized." 

• "Mud baths ." 

Some smokers appreciated this ad as an appealing depiction of the carefree, fun, 
and adventurous side of Virginia Slims - often described as a woman who can 
"hang with the boys." 

However -- many (especially older) women noted a distinct contradiction between 
dirty, mud-splattered women and Virginia Slims. "This not a woman thing - it's 
dirty rather than feminine." "I always thought that the Virginia Slims woman was 
a step above the women in this picture." 

• "Talking with our hands." 

Most in our sample could not understand the message behind this execution. 

Furthermore, many (especially older) women could not relate to the woman 
pictured, her rings contributing to perceptions of a "90's hippie-type" who is 
single and has few responsibilities. 

Some smokers agreed that demonstrative women do tend to talk with their 
hands; others remarked that talking with the hands is universal rather than 
gender-specific, and is not just "a woman thing"; still others felt this ad presents 
a negative view of women who "talk with their hands" but have little of 
importance to say. 
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• "It takes a lot of work to get that " natural " look. And yes, we do realize how ironic 
this is." 

Some smokers smiled and appreciated the humor in this execution, and favorably 
commented that the woman in the ad obviously takes pride in her appearance 
and allows time in her busy schedule to care for herself. 

Others, however, strongly criticized this ad - describing it as a "sexist 
stereotype" of a pampered and overly self-indulgent female. Many could not 
relate to this woman, describing her as "rich" and "spoiled." 

Some smokers remarked that anyone who puts herself through such a 
complicated and time-consuming beauty regimen is likely an "insecure woman," 
and therefore contradicts the image of confidence they associate with Virginia 
Slims.. "Women should be accepted as they are. They shouldn't have to do all 
that work." It was suggested that this execution "disputes the 90's philosophy 
of looking inward for beauty, rather than just on the surface.” 

Still others said they don’t have the time for these types of indulgences - and 
even if they did have the time, this is not something they'd choose to do. "I'm 
not one to put all that stuff on my face. I don't even wear make-up." 

Additional observations: 

- Some did not understand the meaning of the word "ironic." 

- Some did not understand the irony, commenting, "The natural look takes no 
work at all...this makes no sense to me." 

- Some understood the intended irony, but objected to seeing it displayed in an 
advertisement. "Don't expose my secrets!" 

- Some disagreed with the reference to irony. "I don't find it ironic. I find it a 
pleasure to take care of myself." 
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